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Ironyandhumourareusuallytwobasicingredientsoí tboseliteraryworks
. tbatridicule~s andíollieswitbamoralpurpose.NortbropFrye,in bisAnatomy
01 Criticism,confllDlStbis ideawhenhe saystbat"satireis irony which is




exampleoí tbisis lObeíoundin tbefigureoí tbePardonerandinbistale.Themain
aimof tbispaperis, tberefore,lOstudytbedifferentypesoí ~ny tbatwecantind
in The Pardoner's Tale as weUas Íbecomicelementswbicbcbaracterlzetbis
particularindividual'sperformance.









hedescn"besbisprofessionto tbepilgrims.It is heretbattbeincongruitiesof tbis
cbaracterareclearly~ugbt ID ligbLA pardonerin tbeMiddleage$wassupposedlO
be a churchmanwitb a licenseto seUpapa!indulgencesandraisemooeyfor
charitablepurposes.Hewassupposedtobeagoodman,amodeloí virtue,witbtbe







mooeyfromtbepoorandhasa womanin eacbtown.In sbort,beis a greatsinoec
wbopardonsotberpeople'sins.It is tbeironyof tbiscbaractertbatbedoesnot





bebaviourandimprovetbeirspiritualife. He boaststbatbe canmoveothersto
repentof theverysamesinstbatbepractises:"YetkanI lÍlakenootherfolk 10
twynneI Fromavarice,soore10 repente."(430-431}Buttbisis itselfajoke atbis




formingpartof apilgrimagetoCanterburyis ratberincongruous.Wbyis it tbatthis
depravedirreligionspersonis·goingÓD ajoumeytoa.saint'sbrine?Thesejourneys
areusnallyundertaken10 gainsupematuralbelp,lasan actof thanksgivingor
penan~,01' for tbesalceof devotion.Noneof tbesemotivescanbe fouodin a
Pardonerwhomakesfunof (beChristianreligion.





















his whole life, vocationandoccupatio~,as we haveseen.are themselvesa
blaspbemy.A. C. Spearing,in tbeinttoductionlObiseditionof ThePardoner'sTale,
callshimablasphemerbecause"bisverywayoí lifeis ablasphemousparodyof the
divinevaluesit oughtproperlylOserve."4As lOthesinof lechery,hepresents
himselfasaverydevilwitbthewomen(453).
Furtbermore,anadditionalironyintbe,demonstrationsermonisprovidedby
thesetting.TbePardonerpreachesagainstbesinsof thetavemasif hewerein the,
localparishch~. Hispreachingremindsusof tbeordinaryhomilygivenataholy
placeoí worshipon a Sundaymoming.But funnilyenoughit seemsthatthis
sermonoccursin themostunsanctifiedplacepossible:a tavernon theroadlO
Cantelbury,s
If thecont.entof tbesermonis inconflictwitbthesettingandthePardoner's






usesto illustratehissermon.Again.wehavea waIkingpersonificationoí vice
tellinganedifyingandmoralstoryaboutthreeyoungmenwhoarepunishedfor
wrongdoing.ThisconttastbetweentheteUerand1l;1etaleisexpressedby thePardoner
himself:"Porthoughmyselfbea fuI viciousman,I A moraltaleyetI yowteUe
can"(1459-60).lbus, heis ablelOseetbeironyofbisposition.
4 A. C. Spearing,"Introduction,"ThePardoner'sPrologueandTale (London:Cambridge
UniversityPress,1965),p. 41. .






of thepilgrims.Heis quitehonestin bisconfession.thoughthereis norepentance.
noregret.Therearenoexcuseseither,onthecontrary.heis veryproudof hisown
wickedness.Yetthisshowofself-knowledgeandself-conf1denceirooicallyillustrates
bisownignorance.He is notawareof otherironiessuchastheoneof being"the
liVingexampleandwarningof thefInalb11thofbissermon."6Bothsermonandstory





















howthePardonerhimselfusesironyin theplotof bisslOryor "examplum"of the
threehooligansfromFlanders.To beginwith.thetbree"rioters".setoutlOseek
Death.butwhenthey.fmdhimundeetheguiseof atreasure.thentheystoplooking
for him andforgetabouttbeirfrrstintention.And whatis more.theydo not
6 SeeVaneeRamsey,"ModesofIrony in TheCanterburyTales."in Companionto Chaucer
Studies.oo.BeryIRowland(London:OxfordUniversityPIess.1968).p. 299..
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recognizehim.They ironically think thatit is FortuneratherthanDeathwhatlOOy
fmd undertheoak ttee.The readerlrnowsthatlOOyarewrongandexpectsa tragic
. outcome.In fact, very soon theapparentgood luck theyhad in fmding the gold
resultsin theirkilling one another.Thus, it is a greatirony of fate thatthe three.
youngstersetout lo kill Death,andin ~e endDeathkills them.
The way in which theydie is also dramaticallyironic.·After fmding loo
treasure,theyoungestriotergoeslo townlo fetchsmnebreadandwine andhestarts
planningto kill his friendsandkeepall themoney:"«O Lord!» quodhe, «1so were
thatI myghteI Haveal this tresorlo myselfallone,»"(840-481);but he is unaware
thathis two friends.aremakingthesameplansjust a few yardsbehind.And indeed
theykill him as soonasbe comesback.Then, loo two rioters left get ready fm;a
celebration,andoneof themsays:"Now latussitteanddrynke,andmate usmerrie,
I And afterwardwe wol bis bodyberie."(883-84).But theircelebrationtumsinto a
tragedywbentheydriokthepoisootheirfriendhadbroughtfromthetown.
This ironic endingbecomesevenmoresignificantwhenwe rememberthe
oathoí brotherhoodwhich thethreemensworeas theystartedtheirjoumey a few
hoursbefore.Every now and thentheyaddressone anotheras "my deerefriend"
(832),andtheysolemnlyswear"To lyveanddyeneacb,ofhemfOl'oother"(703),but
each of themdies at bis "brother's"band. The whóle tale is full of oaths aod
swearing,sincethatis one of thesins of thetavemagainstwbich thepardoneris
preaching.The revellerstearCbrist'sbodyto pieceswith theiroaths;this servesto
createan irony by wbicb the samerevellerscomeunderadivine judgment aod
punishmentwhichtheythemselvesinvoke.
Anothertypeof irony in thistaleis implicit in thecharacterof looOld Mao
that the threeriotersmeet00 the way. First, it is interestingto see the contraSt
betweenthesecharacters.The threeyoungmeoareslI'ongandfoll of life; they.are
arrogantandbullying,sotheyaddresstbeOld Man asan inferior.However,weknow
thattheyareignorantandblind; theycannotseethattheirbadbehaviouris leadingto
death.On theotherband,theOld M3n is weakandhelpless,buthecanseethetruth;
he lrnows thathis life or deathis in God's bands;he can also see the difference
betweengoodandevil clearly.For thisreasoiiheprovesbimselftobe superiorto the
threeyoungmeo..
This characteremindsusof thestockfigureof lateGreelccomedycalled








An additionalironyliesin thefactthatboththeOld Manandtheyoung
meoarelookingforDeatb;thefirstseeksDeathbecausehewantslo dieandbeat
peacewithhimself,theotherthreeseekDeathin orderlokill him.Theresult,aswe .
all know,is ratherarresting:DeatbtakestheyoungriotersandletstheOldMango
onwanderingrestIessly.
With thisstorythePardooershowsthatheis in allways·amasteriromst.




of life - thestrangerwhokillsaYOllngpersonashesitsdrinkingorwho,doesaway
.withthousandsof peopleduringa,plague.Moreover,Deathcanalsobe,benevolent
anddesired,a grace,somethingivenby GOdattherightmoment.'The ironies
,reinforcethemessageby addinganexuanuance.Thanksto theseconU'aSts,for
instance,theblindnessof therevellersbecomesabsoluteandtheirdamnationmore
complete.A betterunderstandingof themysteriesof lifeanddeathliesbeneaththese
ironies.D. S.Brewerhasstated,"Thereis notoftenthisprofundityof suggestioni
TheCanterburyTales."8
At theendof ThePardoner'sTale,oncethestoryof thethreerevellersis
finished,wecomeacrossa finalirony.ThePardoneragainexplairislo thepilgrims
howheusesthestorylo winmoneyfromhislistenersand,allof asudden,hetties
lo sellbispardonsandrelicstothepilgrimsthemselves;thatis lo say,thePardoner




158;andTrevorWhittock,A Readingof theCanterburyTales(1968;rpt. Cambridge:
CambridgeUniversityPress,1970),pp. 191-192.





thathe wouldralherhavethePardoner'stesticlesin his handsthanrelics),the
Pardoneris sofilledwithragethatbewill notspeakanotberword.1beabilityto
preacbandmaleespeechesthathehasshownin bis confession,sermonandtale
disappears.'Ibis reflectsironicallyon thelimitationsof his rbetoricalartoHis
clevemessandsuperiorityalsovanish.'Ibe.jokebe wantstoplayonthepilgrims
tmnsagainstbimself,wbichprovidesaSOIt ofpoeticjusticeal theend.
Someof theironicsituationsin The Pardoner's Tale arequiteamusing.
Takethelastscene,for example.Ironyoftenservesasa comiccloakfor moral
criticismandChancerhad~goodeyeforthebumorousincongruitiesandironiesof
life.Thistale,aswehaveseen,is fullof irooy,andit isalsorichin humour.
Frooi tbestart,thePardonerappears'asa bumorouspersonwhohasa









himselfin thepulpitstretcbingoutbisneckandpeckinglike a pigeonin a baIn
(395-397).Andtheabilityheshowsto seUrelicstobiscountryaudienceis also
quitefunny.Heseemstobeplayingtobisaudience"likeanexperiencedcomedian."9
Heclaimsthatbissheep'sbonewill curehosbandsof jealousy.'Ibis,of course,is
directedatthewivesamongbisaudience.H theymaleehimasoupusingthatbone,




tediousnessandmonotonyof suchalongbomily.'Ibereisa livelypassagein which
9 Spearing,op.cit.,p. 79.
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tbePardonerdesaibesaglutton'stbroatasif it werea lavatory(526-528).Theotbe
Pardonertallesaboutbebumanstomacbmledupwitbexcrementanddirt,sending
outfoul smellsandsoundsateitberend:"O wombe!O Bely!O stynkyngcod.I

















bumourin tbestoryof thetbÍ'eerevellers.The actionis told witbrealismand
gravity.The moralintentiontbatlay beneatb.tbejokes of tbesermonis now
acbievedwitbsadnessandsorrow.ThePardoIieris veryskiIfulal usingdifferent
tonesin bisspeecb.He thussatisfiesbotbtbebostwhoaskedfor acbeerfultalelo
brigbtenbimupafterThe Physician's .Tale andtheotberpilgrimswhosaytbeywill






toneusedin tbestoryof tbethreerevellersandmakestbereaderawareof tbe
10 SeetbeBookof Judges13-16.












with him.As ProfessorJiU Mannsuggestsin herbookentitledChaucerand
MedievalEstatesSatire:"Amusement,ootdisgust,is predpminantin thel1i1al
pictureof thePardoner..."12Westill thinkthatheis a completerascal,buta very
amusingone.
Chaucer'sintentionwaslOteachandentertain.It is beyonddoubtthathe
succeededin bothaimswhenhecreatedthefigureof thePardoner.This tale·is a
studyofevilandstandsoutasapieceofcomicsocialsatire,wbosetargetisoot~y
thePardoner,butalsotheignoomtaDdcreduloussocietywbichpermitteds~ false
preacherslO existAndthedepthof thissatireliesinChaucer'sexcellentuseof irony
andhumour.
12 Jill Mann,ChauL:erand Medieval Estales Salire (London:CambridgeUniversityPress,
1973),p. 152..
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